CHAPTER 1
EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Scientific pronouncements are usually viewed by the public as carry-
Ing a rather high level of certainty. Therefore, scientists must be
especially careful in their choice of words whenever they are not total-
ly confident about their conclusions. For example, it has become abso-
lutely clear that cigarettes are the cause of approximately one-quarter
of all the fatal cancers in the United States. If the population had
been persuaded to stop smoking when the association with lung cancer was
first reported, these cancer deaths would now not be occurring. Twenty
years ago the "stop-smoking" message required some rather cautious word-
Ing.  Today, the facts are clear, and the choice of words is not so
important.

The public often demands certain kinds of information before such
Information can be provided with complete certainty. For example,
weather forecasting is often not exact; nevertheless, the public asks
that the effort be made, but has learned to accept the fact that the
results are not always reliable.

The public Is now asking about the causes of cancers that are not
associated with smoking. What are these causes, and how can these
cancers be avoided? Unfortunately, it is not yet possible to make firm
scientific pronouncements about the association between diet and cancer.
We are in an interim stage of knowledge similar to that for cigarettes
20 years ago. Therefore, in the judgment of the committee, it is now
the time to offer some Interim guidelines on diet and cancer.

Approximately 20% of all deaths in the United States are caused by
cancer. Although the number of cancer cases is steadily increasing as
the population grows, the age-adjusted total cancer incidence and mor-
tality rates for sites other than the respiratory tract (cancers of
which are primarily due to cigarette smoking) have as a whole remained
stable during the last 30 to 40 years.

The search for the causes of cancer has been an important branch of
cancer research. Considerable effort has been devoted to studying the
Influence of both environmental and genetic factors on the incidence of
cancer.  In the course of this research, it has become clear that most
cancers have external causes and, in principle, should therefore be pre-
ventable. For example, blacks and Japanese residing in the United States
develop the spectrum of cancers that is typical for the United States but
different from that In Africa and Japan.

.                                               external causes be? Many factors in our en-

virpnitnt are potential caiuses of cancer. Tliey include substances in
the air we br^attbe, the* water we drink, the regions in which we work and